





Virginia Brewer watches the gleaming white BMW convertible pull up in front of her 
house from the living room window where she has waited all morning, the anticipation coiled 
tight in her stomach like a rattler. If she is prepared for the sting, the bite cannot kill her.  
The roof of the car is down, and the young couple is windblown and fresh, her 
grandnephew, Robert, important in designer sunglasses and his wife, Summer, in pearls. White 
teeth, white polo, white cocktail dress, all glowing in the soft noon sun. The sort of people who 
belong only on catalogue pages and Martha’s Vineyard postcards, not in east Dorchester. Her 
clear eyes narrow as she catches Robert looking at the house; she knows what he sees. Paint 
peeling on the railing. Shingles to be replaced. She was once proud of the stately brick, of the 
solidity of her home, which was only a little worse for a century’s passing. Now, her wrinkled 
hands clinging to the chintz curtains, she feels vulnerable in the realization that with one 
momentary appraisal he will know where to strike. 
Her younger brother, Curtis, sits behind her, his body sinking into the blue loveseat. He is 
absorbed in a televised tennis match. The score is tied, but his attention is invested in the 
movement of the tiny yellow ball across the screen. Programs with a plot are too difficult for him 
now, but sports are an easy source of entertainment; all that matters is the location of the ball, 
and who has it, at any particular second. Will they notice his Alzheimer’s has progressed simply 
by looking at him? Virginia is sure they will not; at Robert’s father’s funeral two years ago, 
grandson and grandfather met for the first time, and since then, nothing would appear to have 
changed.  
“Who’s in the casket?” Curtis had repeatedly asked, loud enough for his estranged 
grandson to hear. Loud enough for the entire congregation to hear, all of them tear-streaked and 
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swathed in black velvet and satin and diamonds. Despite her own sorrow she had been glad that 
their delicate, elegant mourning had been spoiled.  
“Brendan, your son,” she had answered each time. There would be only a hint of 
recognition in his face when she said the name, a slight twitch of his lower lip. That spasm was a 
father’s grief, a single raindrop plucked from the downpour, diluted, filtered. The others might 
have condemned him, thinking their deceased friend had been right to shut this callous man out 
of his life, but Virginia could see the struggle in her brother’s eyes as he battled the same 
confusion. Where was he? Why was he here? And once he noticed the coffin, he would start 
from the beginning.  
Since Robert has last seen them, small aspects of their lives have been altered; in the last 
year she has had to start laying his clothes out for him, and in the last month, she has had to help 
him bathe. At ninety years old most women would’ve been happy to rest, to be taken care of, but 
she was the exception. She had no desire to put her feet up on pillows and wait for death to 
fumble for her hand. When Curtis came to live with her twenty years ago, he was a lonely 
widower, grizzled and tired, but healthy; he had been alone for three years, since his wife died, 
and he and Virginia had been close as children. She’d never married, and in their old age, the 
thought of dying alone hadn’t appealed to them.  
Though he’s ill now, he’s given her a renewed sense of purpose. She strengthens her own 
vitality by scrubbing his speckled back with a bar of Dove, guiding his arms through shirt 
sleeves, carrying his laundry down to the basement, heating chowder and baking blueberry pies, 
his old favorites, turning down his childhood bed before going to her own in the next room, 
counting out the proper dose of Namenda and ensuring he swallows it, taking him for walks 
along the shore, driving him to Dunkin’ Donuts after daily mass. Filling the gaps in his thought 
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process, inferring meaning from his facial expression alone, protecting him from the dangers of a 
merciless, quick world he can never hope to match.  
Two months ago she had failed to protect him. 
Virginia watches the young Brewers climb the driveway, arm in arm. They’ve come here 
to convince her that she should give Curtis up. That she can’t care for him anymore. Though she 
agreed to their visit, she has no intention of changing her mind. When they see how mobile she 
is, how capable and caring, they won’t press the issue.  
“Curtis,” she says, reaching for her cane, “Your grandson, Robert, is here.” 
He stares at her, his face devoid of recognition. 
“Who’s here?” he asks, rubbing his hands up and down his legs. 
“Your grandson, Robert, is here. He and his wife, Summer, have come all the way from 
Connecticut to visit you,” she says, extending her arm. Gently she helps him rise from the couch. 
It takes them a minute; Virginia’s legs shake a little as she braces his weight. The last few 
months she’s noticed the gradual decline in her strength, but she doesn’t let that worry her. If 
something has to be done, she’ll do it. She can do it. 
“Isn’t it exciting?” she asks as she pats the wrinkles out of his shirt. She does not need 
him to answer, nor does she expect him to. He only has to look excited during their visit.  
The bell rings twice before Virginia shuffles to the front door. Before turning the handle, 
she stands as straight as she can, fighting the weight that leans on her neck and upper back. 
Curtis is not the only one who must appear strong and healthy. 
She won’t let them take him away from her. 
The white smiles of the young Brewers widen when she opens the door. 
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“Aunt Virginia!” they cry in unison, and she is surprised that she doesn’t have to force a 
friendly face. 
Over a carefully prepared platter of sliced cold cuts, cheeses and fruit the familial 
strangers make dull comments about the charm of old houses, the pleasant weather during the 
drive, the splendid hotel and of course the beautifully arranged food, though they are sorry, they 
don’t eat that sort of thing. Does she happen to have a bag of lettuce? No? Well, they ate a 
substantial breakfast. Virginia doubts that either of them eat much of anything; Robert is wiry, a 
human hanger for expensive clothes, and Summer is his female counterpart, with her blonde hair 
tucked behind tiny ears. Though they won’t accept anything, Virginia nods politely and takes a 
slice of American cheese and two grapes for herself.  
Curtis scowls at his grandson from his seat on her right. 
“Have you ever been to the cape, Aunt Virginia?” Robert asks her while looking at his 
wife.  
“Cape Cod?” 
The young Brewers have little laughs like wind chimes. They probably find her lack of 
vacation experience to be precious. 
“Summer and I are planning a trip there for Memorial Day weekend,” he explains, “and 
we were hoping you would join us.”  
Virginia imagines stumbling across the sand with her cane and then sneaks a look at 
Curtis, whose scowl has escalated to a full grimace. Robert doesn’t seem to notice.  
“That’s very kind of you, but I really can’t,” she says. “Curtis would be lost without me.” 
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“All right, but don’t make any plans for that weekend,” Robert says, and Summer’s 
cheeks swallow up her eyes as she smiles in agreement. Virginia wonders what game they think 
they’re playing with her; she can see through their flimsy olive branches. 
“Is something wrong, Grandpa?” 
The young Brewers now appear to be aware of Curtis’s hostility, and they look to their 
great-aunt for an explanation. Is this something he does? Oh yes, and stay back, he’s been known 
to bite! They stare at her with such sincere horror that she is forced to recant her joke. Virginia 
pets Curtis on the shoulder until he relaxes, but she knows it will happen again.  
“Tonight we have reservations at ‘L’Espalier.’ We’d like you to join us, Grandpa,”  
Robert says slowly, as though that will help Curtis understand.  
“I’m not sure that’s –” 
“Aunt Virginia, you’re invited too, of course.” 
She thinks about Curtis in such an expensive French restaurant, with napkins softer than 
his bed sheets and surrounded by decorous diners who eat for sport. If she goes, she might be 
able to subdue his fear and prevent any outbursts. If she doesn’t go, then the Brewers will have to 
put their money where their mouths are and take care of him themselves. A dinner without her 
would be proof enough that only she could look after Curtis.  
“I’m sorry to say I have a lot to do tonight. You all have a wonderful time,” she says, and 
her vision is not so impaired that she misses the way Robert’s eyes light up.  
“That’s a shame. But don’t worry, we’ll manage,” he says, reaching over to pat Curtis’s 
shoulder, as he saw Virginia do.  
Her brother pulls away, and she knows she’s already won; a night of dealing with Curtis 




The Brewers left with Curtis four hours ago, and Virginia glances out of his bedroom 
window every ten minutes to see if they’ve returned. It is an hour past her brother’s bedtime, and 
she has finished all of her usual tasks. His blue striped pajamas are sitting on the edge of his bed, 
and the covers are turned down; she has even fluffed the pillows a few times. She still believes 
that if she’d completed her nursing degree she could have done excellent work at Massachusetts 
General; she was a natural at care-giving. If only the material hadn’t been so difficult. Instead 
she transferred to the position of ward clerk, following doctors around and answering the phone 
all day; nothing terribly hands-on. Her real training ground had been nursing a mother dying of 
colon cancer in the early seventies. It was easier then, because despite the harsh treatments and 
the agony her mother endured in an effort to live, after a point, her death was as sure as the 
sunrise. There had finally been a definite assignment: to make her mother as comfortable as 
possible until the end came. Distract her, soothe her, comfort her. She would prepare her meals, 
drive her to appointments and wait in the lobby for as long as they took, sit with her while she 
slept, wash her clothes and help her move about the house. Though there was nothing that could 
be done for her mother, Virginia had done everything in her power to ensure that her mother was 
not alone or in despair when the end came. 
Curtis is dead without being dead. It will only get worse, the doctor had told her when 
she brought him in because he had started unplugging every electrical device in the house. It will 
get worse and worse, and then it will be over. 
Two months ago she lost him on a visit to downtown Boston. They had just gotten off 
one of the duck boats; Curtis loved the transition from land to water that the vehicle performed. 
One minute they were driving, the next, they were floating. But he wandered away while she was 
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in the restroom. Stay there, she had said, don’t move from that spot. After twelve hours of 
searching, video surveillance showed he had boarded a bus at North Station bound for New York 
City. The police found him curled up on a bench near where he had been let off; his wallet was 
missing and he had bruises on his arms.  
She had called Robert the day after they recovered him, to explain what had happened 
and let him know his grandfather would be okay. They rarely spoke; a Christmas card was all she 
and Curtis had seen of the couple over the past few years. It had surprised her when this 
estranged young man had invited them to Brendan’s funeral; she would never have known 
Curtis’s son had died were it not for Robert reaching out to them. She could return the favor; a 
part of her believes that, in spite of the distance and the neglect, Robert had a right to know what 
had happened to Curtis. 
He had been silent for a moment, but finally he said, “There are other options. Summer 
and I could look after him.” 
“We’re doing just fine,” she had said, “And this won’t happen again.” 
It would be impossible for the bleached Brewers to care for a man with Alzheimer’s, and 
besides, she thinks, they know nothing about him, and he knows nothing of them. Brendan had 
chosen to separate himself from his shameful shanty Irish heritage when he married a wealthy 
New England woman, and the price had been Robert’s relationship with his grandfather. No, her 
brother needs real family. 
What if Curtis was enjoying his time with them?  
She shakes her head at the thought; it’s clear to her how the evening progressed. 
Virginia pictures the soft lighting of a restaurant, one that she could never afford to visit. 
She can see them huddled around a table, the young Brewers glittering like the stainless steel 
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forks set in front of them, the old Brewer slouched and disgruntled. They see he hasn’t looked at 
the menu and ask him what he might like; Curtis looks around, his eyes wide as he struggles to 
understand where he is and why.  
“I think I’m going to try the steak,” she imagines Robert says, spreading a clean white 
napkin across his lap. Summer nods in agreement, turning her head back and forth between the 
two men.  
Curtis raises his voice, accusing them of abducting him in wild, incoherent phrases. 
Summer excuses herself, tripping to the bathroom in her white pumps. Robert assures Curtis that 
everything is fine, that he’s his grandson, that they’re about to eat dinner. As if that could help to 
calm him.  
“Virginia? Virginia?” Curtis says, breathing hard through his nose. He stands suddenly 
and might have fallen, but his hands clutch at the starched tablecloth. The other diners hide 
behind their menus, the wait-staff intervenes, and Summer lingers in a bathroom stall, wondering 
how she’s going to convince Robert that they’re in over their heads.  
Robert comes to his grandfather’s side, tries to support him, but Curtis lunges at him, 
almost punches or scratches him. The young man backs away, holding his arms in front of his 
face, terrified. 
“Virginia!” 
Curtis needs her. The young Brewers can buy him fancy dinners and say the right things 
and ensure he takes his medication, and they can pay for others to do the messy work, but he 
needs her to survive. He needs her love. 
She stands in the doorway of his bedroom, straining to remember anything else Curtis 
might need.  
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The doubts tumble into her thoughts. What if there were no problems at dinner? What if 
he behaved well? She laughs a little at the idea, but then she remembers that they haven’t called 
once. No questions about how to deal with anything, no begging her to come to the restaurant. 
Fear freezes her, and a chill runs over her forehead. He might have been fine. 
Without him, her limbs are heavier. She struggles to breathe, hunched as she is towards 
the floor. Panic claws its way up her throat and clings to her tongue; she cries to relieve it.  
If Curtis leaves with his grandson, he will be all alone. 
Her legs quiver as she tackles the staircase one step at a time; she hobbles down past 
faded floral wallpaper that has started to peel and the old grandmother clock that chimes a 
minute and a half too late. The house she has lived in for ninety years is suddenly a grotesque 
museum of antiques; Christian iconography, from miniature Holy Water fountains to knotty 
Celtic crosses, purple quilts and porcelain salt and pepper shakers shaped like children, blue and 
white tea cups collected by her mother before the Great Depression, lighters her father thought 
he’d lost, a needle-point of two sail boats tossed about on a messy gray ocean, last year’s 
widescreen television. As she moves through the rooms she thinks she knows, she is astonished 
by how cold it is to be submerged in irrelevance. The plot of land on which she grew is sinking 
into the ground, piece by piece, and taking her with it. 
No, she thinks, I will be alone. 
Virginia falls back against the couch, and closes her eyes until the doorbell rings.  
Curtis is still scowling and refuses to let Summer hug him good night. When Robert 
shakes his hand, he returns it with a strong grip. A friendly gesture. 
“How was dinner?” she asks, studying their faces. 
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“Really great. It was so good, we had to get you something to go. Hope you like steak,” 
Robert says, handing her a plastic bag.  
It is not what she wants to hear.  
“I love steak,” she says, and holds in her tears until she sees their headlights cut through 
the darkness. Curtis wipes at the fat drops on her cheeks with shaky thumbs. 
 
The next morning they are eating their toast in silence when Robert knocks on the door 
with an enthusiastic fist. He has come alone; Summer is exhausted after the fun they had 
yesterday, he says, and is still asleep at the hotel 
“We’re finishing our breakfast,” she says. “Would you like any coffee?” 
“I’m okay. Could we talk for a few minutes?” 
Virginia nods and steps over to the loveseat; Robert helps her sit, but she gently taps his 
arm and says she can handle it.  
“I don’t know how you do it. At ninety years old you should be relaxing,” he says, taking 
a seat next to her. Not too close to her on the couch, though. He will have something unpleasant 
to say, something they’ve talked about before. 
“I would get plump,” she says, sitting up straight. “And I would lose all my cute 
boyfriends.” 
Robert laughs easily. “If you could relax, you’d have all the time in the world to run 
around town with your boys.” 
They are both quiet for a minute, and Virginia contemplates leaving the room. Robert 
can’t force her to listen, and she is not obligated by any affection to hear his proposal. 
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“I know you only came to Dorchester to convince me to give him up,” she says, gripping 
her cane, “And my answer is still no.” 
Robert pulls the cane away from her, and she has no choice but to sit back. Her face is 
hot with shame and rage; the humiliation tingles in her fingers, and she battles the urge to rake 
him between the eyes. 
“This isn’t just about what’s best for Curtis. I’m trying to help you,” he says, handing her 
the cane. She snatches it from him. Will he treat her brother this way too? 
“You don’t know how to help me,” she says in a low voice. “You don’t know what’s best 
for him.” 
“I know he’s not getting the care he needs –” 
“I’m the care he needs.” 
Robert looks at Virginia with steady blue eyes, the ones he got from his grandfather. 
When they were little, she and Curtis had the same curly blonde hair, the same eyes, and soft, 
pink cheeks; strangers would say they were like little cherubs whispering to each other in a 
painting. Age has muddied that innocence, but there in her grandnephew’s face is that odd, 
disarming sincerity; it has survived a war and the nightmares that succeeded, the evening face of 
life-or-death struggles and the stale fear, a South African wife who believed she’d married 
money, a move from the familiar, stalwart gray of the Dorchester waves to the sunbaked side of 
Fayetteville, North Carolina, the loss of an only son, the runaway, the hollowing of the mind 
until all that was left behind the skull was a name and the present moment. Somehow, those good 
intentions are immortal. She turns her face from that kind of persuasion. 
“I just want to do right by the two of you. You’re all I have left.” 
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She wants to pull him into her arms, to rock him back and forth and tell him that he isn’t 
alone in the world. She could be a surrogate grandmother to him, and to his children, when he 
has them; she could bandage their skinned knees, comb out their curls, dry their tears. She has 
enough love for thousands. And the thought terrifies her because she only has enough time left to 
love one.  
Virginia can’t surrender what remains of her life, not when she knows she’s one step 
from her own end. If that means doing what’s best for her, then she’ll choose to be selfish. No 
one else will look out for her. Curtis is not a piece of Robert’s inheritance, an old knick-knack 
for the mantle. 
“We’re not here to make you feel good,” she says. “Please leave.” 
Robert stares at her with surprise in the reflex of his mouth, a slight twitch. He nods and 
stands from the loveseat; she sees the disappointment in his posture, and his silence tells her that 
she has nothing more to fear from him. 
“We’ll leave today,” he says in the doorway, with one foot on the porch and the other 
inside the house. “And you won’t hear from us anymore.” 
She is unmoved by the gentle tone of his voice. He doesn’t understand, she reminds 
herself. 
“Have a safe trip,” she says, closing the door, and he removes his foot before she can 
crush it. 
When she returns to the kitchen, Curtis does not look up. His gaze is concentrated on a 
particular point on the floor, and when she struggles to wrap her arms around him, he begins to 
shake. She rests her cheek against the back of his head. 
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“Virginia,” he says through a tight jaw, and when she tries to help him rise from the 
chair, she discovers he has turned to stone. She pulls, lifts, strains against his weight, but he is 
firm, absent.  
There is nothing she can do for him, she realizes. 
It’s a new sensation, this helplessness; she never felt it when caring for her mother, 
because there were little things which could be done to alleviate her pain or discomfort. She 
hadn’t felt it when caring for Curtis either, not in the four years she’s connected him to the living 
world. But this is worse than any physical inability.  
She is his elder sister, and when all the others have gone, she alone can stand for him and 
think for him and live for him. Giving him up is unforgiveable. 
But she limps to the window, she prays to see the white convertible parked in front of the 
house, waiting for her to comprehend the mistake she’s made. She hobbles up to the curtains, 
and clutches them with shaking hands, tough hands which can’t bend well-enough to grip the 
fabric. She holds her breath, and yanks. 
The street is empty and she’s struck by the thought that even if she yells at the top of her 




















I can see you all now, with your streamers and your chocolate cake and your Sunday best. 
I’m sitting behind Doreen Massey – in front of the fireplace – and I have to tell you it’s strange 
to be inside the old Massey house after so long. It’s much smaller than I thought it would be. 
Death could’ve affected my sense of space though – it’s like you’re all on top of me and around 
me all at once. I’ve gotta say it hurts some that so many of you showed up to celebrate my heart 
attack. Course I knew what you lot thought of me before I keeled over in the bathroom – I heard 
the stories your women told their children: “If you don’t lick your plate clean, you don’t shut 
your eyes at nighttime, you don’t say your prayers, you know Hoss’ll come and get you.” Soon I 
could hear all the mothers in Castlewood whispering, like they thought monsters had no ears. But 
I heard everything. 
Don’t get the wrong idea – it don’t bother me none. I’ve known killers to suffer much 
worse. I’d had my life after all, and that house on the other side of town. It’s not so bad having 
people talk. No – that didn’t bother me none. What does bother me though is that you’re 
celebrating my death like this – when you’ve only heard the short version of the story.  
I was born seventy years ago just down the road from this house, you know, where the 
gas station is now. Some of you weren’t alive then so you wouldn’t remember how this town 
used to be. Whenever I walked by the place my house was, I thought of all those cars parked in 
Mama’s kitchen – it’s a shame the Town Council tore the place down thirty years back. It was 
still good for living in – someone would’ve used it. I used to play in the creek behind the house – 
they left that alone, thanks be to God. I couldn’t bear it to see all these places I knew ripped from 
the ground like a crop of dandelions. It’s as though they wanted to erase every last trace of me. 
The Castlewood Town Council. Oh, I’ll bet you a hundred dollars it was one of yours gave that 
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order. And all the other orders. Most of your faces I don’t recognize – none of you look a lick 
like William Massey – but you could pick mine out easy, couldn’t you? Y’all knew where I was 
at and what I was at all hours. And you have the right to hate me, but does that mean Castlewood 
has to pay for what I did? 
Well, so there was the house and the creek, and you know Daddy co-owned the sawmill 
three miles west of here. That’s gone too – there’s been a school there for some time – as you 
know – since your family built it. He started as a grunt stacking lumber, but he was efficient and 
his boss noticed – that was your William Massey. Your Daddy – your Grandaddy – your Great-
Grandaddy. He’d come over for dinner some nights, interested in Daddy, and you know he’d eat 
whatever we’d have, but I’m sure he was used to much better. I was about eight years old at the 
time they were talking – after Mama went to bed those two would sit on our front porch in the 
rockers my Daddy built and I’d sneak to the door and press my ear right to the screen. Their 
voices were like summer thunder that drowned out the night-chanting of the crickets and frogs. It 
was like hearing God speak to Moses. I wasn’t supposed to hear none of it, and I couldn’t tell 
you if it was worth hearing. But times like those, I was sure I was a boy who knew a man’s 
secrets. 
Massey made Daddy his business partner – Massey didn’t much like getting dust under 
his fingernails, if you know what I mean, and Daddy was a hard worker. I suppose Daddy was a 
middle-man at the sawmill – everybody liked him and respected him because he was one of 
theirs. Don’t get the wrong idea though, they liked your Massey fine, it’s just that he’d been 
separated from them for too long. Daddy would pick up the men’s slack, do them favors when 
they needed it, fight on their behalf – he never forgot where he came from. I’ve got no intention 
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of speaking ill about Massey, I swear, but he wasn’t with his employees, and he didn’t wanna be. 
That’s why Daddy was so important.  
You’d never know it the way I go on, but I’m really not used to talking this much. I never 
thought I’d want to admit what happened that night to y’all. I did think about what I did. All the 
time. It’s just – it’s strange to hear yourself saying it out loud and realizing that what you’re 
saying doesn’t sound strange anymore. Like, “of course it happened this way” and such as that. 
There’s no other way this story could go after you’ve told it to yourself so often.  
Yeah, William Massey was a good man but he was too revered. He didn’t act like a king, 
but they all thought he was one since he owned half the town. You can’t tell your problems to the 
king, now can you? So that all fell to Daddy, and at first the promotion made things better for us 
at home. We had a little more money coming in – I can remember Mama bought new silverware 
that was so cool and smooth to the touch I was afraid to use it – and Daddy was happier than I’d 
ever seen him. I wouldn’t say Daddy and I were close, but during that time he paid more 
attention to me than he ever had; I’d help him collect wood for the fire and walk with him to the 
sawmill some Saturdays.  
He took me hunting that fall and he even let me hold the rifle. It was heavier than it had 
seemed when he was holding it – he could carry it on one arm, and when he braced it against his 
shoulder he was firm. Unshakeable. I don’t know why I imagined I could do that at nine years 
old – when I took it myself I had to rest the tip of the barrel against the ground. Daddy was 
patient with me though. He helped me with my balance and he stood behind me as I fired that 
first shot to keep me from falling. We didn’t get nothing that day, but Daddy kept his hand on 
my shoulder the whole way home, sure and strong, like he relied on me somehow. I think that 
was the moment I knew I was a man. 
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Mama had her baby a year later, a shrieking, wrinkled thing that looked nothing like a 
human. Daddy knew, soon after the birth, I thought, that four mouths was a burden we weren’t 
ready to shoulder. He would come home from the sawmill later and later, until I barely saw him 
– I’d hear him and Mama sometimes, talking hushed, but I couldn’t make out what they were 
saying, no matter how still I was in my bed. I wonder now if I didn’t want to know. Daddy was 
different then. Little things that didn’t matter suddenly did. Bug, the hound, knocked a dish off 
the table, and he was thrown into the yard. I woke up before Daddy did, he dragged me back to 
bed by the ear, cussing me out. Mama didn’t make enough dinner, didn’t quiet the baby, didn’t 
look at him right, he’d yell and the sound was what made me hide under the bed. You didn’t 
wanna make Daddy angry. He never laid a hand on me, you know, or Mama, but the way he 
kicked at the doors made my hands sweat. 
There was one night in particular that scared me. It was the start of December, sometime 
after dinner and Mama was feeding the baby at the kitchen table. 
That night I could hear Daddy rattle the house as he climbed the porch steps – I was all 
the way down by the creek – hunting along one of the banks for larger branches that could be 
broken up and saved. I walked slow all the way up to the front door, and I opened the door slow. 
Daddy might have been mad if he knew I’d been down by the creek messing around, and I 
wasn’t about to make him mad. I set the basket in the hallway and walked towards the bedroom 
– I tried not to make any noise. I could hear Daddy tearing up the kitchen, knocking pots and 
cursing loud. Bug turned the corner and came right to me, his ears back and his wet, goofy 
mouth hanging low. Don’t go in there, his old man’s eyes said to me, and I almost listened to 
him. I pressed close to the wall and turned just so I could see what was happening, but no one 
could see me unless they knew to look.  
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Mama was clutching the baby to her chest, feeding him and rocking him, and her face 
was all scrunched up, like she was in pain. Daddy was back by the stove, turned away from her. 
He was a giant. Biggest I’d ever seen him, covered in coats and that torn hat tilted over the back 
of his head. I breathed small. Suddenly he turned and slammed his fists down on the table, and in 
that moment my Daddy was a bear on its hind-legs, his snarl bared, grunting, and Mama looked 
at him like she was pleading for mercy. If I had been really brave I might’ve tried to stop him. 
But as he beat his fists against the table I knew my arms would snap like sticks. I could only 
brace the wall behind me, cowardly. 
“He doesn’t understand,” Daddy moaned through his teeth. 
“Have you explained our situation to him?” Mama asked as the baby wailed against her 
breast. 
“I don’t give a damn if he says I’m his partner – where’s the money to prove it? He’s 
stealing from me – from us!” 
Massey? But he’d always been kind to us. To me. I would pass his house on my way to 
school every morning, and sometimes he’d be in the yard before the sun reached the sky. He’d 
wave to me, smile at me, and it was like God himself chose to wave and smile at me. It made me 
feel important. Some days he’d holler at me, ask how I was, or toss me a sweet. How could a 
person who loves to give be a thief? That’s all what I thought, and I had to keep listening though 
I didn’t want to.  
“He’s a tyrant, that’s what he is. Fucking liar, no-good sonuvabitch liar. Told me I was 
being unreasonable. Me…” 
Mama listened – baby choked – Daddy shook. 
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I think that’s what changed me. No, I know that’s what did it. It’s a terrible day – the day 
a boy sees his father bent over like a stem in a storm, pathetic, sniveling, retching on snot and 
water. Makes you wanna cry too. I’ve never been more afraid than I was that night seeing Daddy 
suffering over the kitchen table. Seeing that he couldn’t protect us made my stomach tight. 
Mama left him there and came to where I was. She guided me to the bedroom with her free arm. 
Under the blanket I thought of Massey, thought of how big his house was, how easy his 
smile was, how he tossed candies at me. Like I was an orphan. The more I thought, the angrier I 
got. Suddenly all of his kindness didn’t look so nice – it twisted behind my eyelids til it 
resembled mockery and meanness and I couldn’t believe I’d fallen for a devil’s trick. Massey’s 
nature was clear to me, and the tightness in my gut tightened and turned. I barely slept. 
I know what comes next and so do you – otherwise you wouldn’t be throwing a party on 
account of my passing. I could come back at a better time. A time when your hate has gone cold. 
But you know – I’m not sure I could do this again. It’s like I can see everything now that I’m 
telling you everything – if I’d told you ten years ago, five years ago, the story would’ve been 
changed. In the details first – Daddy made me do it. Daddy was beating Mama. Daddy was the 
victim. I didn’t know what I was doing when I took the rifle from under their bed. I told myself 
all kinds of lies to help me shut my eyes each night.  
I did know though. Don’t boys of ten know what they’re doing? They know what’s right 
and wrong but they look like they shouldn’t and that’s why people trust them. Nothing good 
comes from assuming.  
The next day I went another way to school – I didn’t wanna walk past Massey’s house. 
This house. I thought about how I was gonna do it – how I was gonna get Massey to give Daddy 
his money. I decided I’d scare him – point Daddy’s rifle at him and threaten to shoot if he didn’t 
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give Daddy what he wanted. Massey’d listen to me if I had a gun aimed at his chest. He’d have 
to respect us then. I changed my mind about going through with it, I was too scared, and the next 
minute I felt – guilty. I’d be a bad son, wouldn’t I, if I let the man who made Daddy cry go free? 
It was my responsibility to protect them – no matter what. I convinced myself I was right and by 
lunch I worked out the plan. 
Mama sent me out for wood that night, as I thought she would, and while she was in the 
kitchen rocking the baby and feeding him I was pulling the rifle out. She couldn’t see me 
struggle to get a hold of it, she just kept on cooing and singing to her son. She was never 
supposed to stop me – she would’ve turned around if she was. There’s no point wishing she had. 
I knew I was close to the sawmill when I suddenly smelled the lumber and smoke – I 
nearly gagged on it. I could hear the men laughing in the yard and I hoped they wouldn’t try to 
keep me from my purpose that night. The mittens I’d outgrown were strangling my cold fingers 
and the wind raked my cheeks, and now I think it must’ve been that all of nature was warning 
me. But I only embraced the smooth body of the rifle – the barrel pointed past my right shoulder. 
I refused to be weak. 
When I came to the yard there was only a couple of guys huddled up around a pile of 
logs. They didn’t see me either – I don’t think anyone really saw me that night but God, Massey, 
and the pitch-dark sky. I entered the main compound and bit my lip to keep from wailing like a 
kicked dog. I was exposed, my skin was red and raw, and I made myself courageous because of 
it.  
I’d been to the mill a few times before, but that night I was there alone so it was 
unfamiliar. The saw blades gleamed in the dim light and I kept walking so I wouldn’t turn 
around. I knew Massey’d still be there because Daddy hadn’t come home yet – Daddy’d never 
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let a man leave before he did, I thought. Most other workers were gone at that time so I was sure 
I’d find one or the other before long.  
And there he was with a leather notebook in his hand – he was probably updating the 
inventory. That’s the picture I always had in my head – his head tilted down, his chin with a thin 
beard, scribbling lines of I’ll-never-know-what, and the shadows lapping at his neck. That part of 
me that was just too small, the part that said I shouldn’t do it, it wouldn’t let me forget the final 
moment I saw Massey as a man alive and not some monster. If I’d turned around right then, I 
might’ve had a steady job – maybe a wife and kids – friends – a place in my world, in 
Castlewood. But I didn’t turn around – I didn’t turn around – I’m not sure I would have been 
able to.  
It was when he closed the book that he finally saw me. At first his eyes widened in 
surprise but then I think he recognized me and he grinned. He had the balls to smile at me while I 
practically held the club over his head. He was a good, stupid man. 
“You looking for your Pa?” he asked. 
No I said. 
“Can I help you with something, then? It’s Hoss ain’t it?” 
Yes I said. 
“What can I do for you?” 
You can look me in the eye I said as I raised the gun with shaking arms.  
I wish I could give you this view I have of Massey as he raised his hands in front of his 
chest. He was powerless before me. His notebook fell to the ground and his smile spread wider 
and I knew what I had to do but I was afraid still.  
“Now – that’s not a toy, Hoss. You could hurt someone.” 
22 
 
My finger curved around the trigger. You’re gonna give Daddy a raise, I said, or I’ll 
shoot you dead right now. 
“Don’t –” 
Massey ran towards me. It terrified me, the sweat-shiny brow and the face that was afraid 
but not. What did my face look like? I didn’t know what to do – he was coming at me but he 
wasn’t angry he was just scared and he looked how I felt and –  
I shut my eyes and pulled. A sound like rage erupted and the recoil knocked me to the 
ground.  
I thought I’d shot myself. 
The men out front heard the sound and came rushing in, and one of them found Daddy 
and brought him to where the two of us were lying – bleeding. He didn’t look at me – he ran over 
to Massey, the wicked tyrant and he started shaking. An employee helped me to my feet and 
another ran to the doctor’s house. Daddy stayed by Massey’s side the entire time – til he was 
shoved aside by Massey’s wife and children who surrounded their father.  
We left then, me and Daddy. I never meant to kill him – I’d never meant to shoot him – 
but I had. He carried the rifle home and he held it away from him – like he was holding a 
poisonous snake. We didn’t speak a word to each other – I was afraid of what he might do to me. 
I started to sniff as the tears rolled out of my eyes and fell down cool on my cheeks. I wanted 
him to tell me it was going to be okay – that he knew I hadn’t meant to kill him – but he was 
silent those three miles to home.  
It wasn’t a clean kill. An infection in his shoulder and two days later Massey was dead. 
He’d told police that it was an accident – that I’d come looking for my Daddy and was carelessly 
playing with the rifle. That I’d tried firing at one of the saw blades but that he’d been in the 
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shadows where I couldn’t see and he’d been hit. No one had been there so no one could deny it. 
When the police asked me if I’d been playing with the rifle in the mill I was terrified so I said 
yes. Massey was buried, the police were satisfied, but y’all must have known the truth because 
not two days after he was put in the ground kids began to throw rocks at our windows and the 
friends I had wouldn’t come around anymore. People were afraid to pass our house. Daddy and 
Mama got death threats. One time a boy who was friends with Massey’s son – a teenager twice 
my size at the time – put a knife to my throat and acted like he meant to cut. A teacher stopped 
him but I know he wouldn’t have finished the job. I was the only killer in town.  
Can any of you see me now? You’re swearing about me and saying all kinds of stuff 
about how I’d slice up squirrels and play with their insides when I was a boy and my eyes were 
vacant gray and I raped this little girl and that little girl. You must read an awful lot of crime 
stories because I never did those things you say I did. But you know what – you’re angry and 
you’ve got a right to be. I deserve the hateful talk and the jeering. I’m not here to be pitiful. But 
how can I find peace – find a place to sleep – when there’s bad blood between us?  
I don’t wanna make excuses or nothing. But you’re his family and you’re owed some sort 
of reason for his murder.  
I’d thought that if I could take action for myself – I’d save my family. I didn’t know we 
were okay – that Daddy’d been demanding a raise that was too high. It wasn’t a matter of life 
and death. It was a matter of pride. When I was older I realized Daddy’d come home drunk on 
nights like the one I saw him cry. Massey was no crook – Daddy’d been drinking with his 
employees – puffed up and wild at the thought that he deserved better. That discovery was what 
made me hate myself – because I’d wanted to be Daddy. There were times I even wished I’d put 
the bullet in him.  
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Some days when I drove out to get groceries – and I couldn’t do it too often – but when I 
was driving and I’d look out the window at row after row of pine trees standing at attention like 
wooden soldiers – I wasn’t sure I wasn’t in a prison. It’s no secret what I did. Why’d I come 
back here? I told myself it was because my parents were buried here, and my brother. But we 
were distant after that. Daddy never took me hunting again – he never went hunting again. He 
drank more after Massey died and his widow pressured Daddy to leave. He worked as a 
carpenter til he kicked it when I was twenty. Brother lost in the war. Mama soon after. They 
were all afraid of me.  
 I came back five years ago from Norfolk. I did work there as a builder – under a different 
name – but I hurt my back and had to give it up. I’d been away for so long – I was sure people 
had changed. That no one remembered. But you’re rooted to this land. You are Castlewood, and 
you never forgot. You’re toasting now, clinking flutes of wine together and saying God will 
finally deliver to me the judgment I escaped all those years ago. But you’re wasting breath. 
Whenever I left my house I saw my sentence in the faces of strangers, and I knew they’d been 
told.  
I’m going to tell you the real reason I came back.  
 The night I killed Massey, Daddy threw the rifle into the creek. He knew, I always 
thought, though I never told him. He knew that I’d seen Massey in the darkness, and that I’d shot 
him. That it was no accident.  
 When we got home from the sawmill he went inside where I can only guess what he told 
Mama. That I’d shot Massey and the wound was bad, and that I’d intended to kill him. Then he 
came back out and motioned for me to follow him.  
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I looked on from the hill, my nose swollen from where the butt of the gun hit me in the 
face; I could hear Mama sobbing inside the house, her cries wound up with the baby’s – a duet of 
despair it sounded like to me. Daddy and I watched the gun sink solemn into the water, silent in 
my winter kingdom. 
 I’m buried in that creek.  
And that’s why I can’t ever leave Castlewood – not really. What I am is what I’ve done 
and what I’ve done is still deep down in the broken rocks and sand. I’ve become a part of the 
land too. 
 You see now, your celebration’s sixty years late. The same bullet killed Massey and me 
that night. I’ve got no right to ask it of you – but please – forgive me now that what’s left of me 





























That night one month ago, when Michael proposed, was the beginning of our problems. I 
said “yes” immediately like a good girlfriend. And I meant it. I don’t buy those girls who go on 
and on and on about how they were so surprised when their boyfriends pulled out the black 
velvet box; Michael practically announced that his proposal was coming when he ordered a 
modest salad at the restaurant. Still, I sipped my glass of cabernet sauvignon patiently, 
wondering if he would go down on one knee or try to hide the ring inside my dessert (I chewed 
my meal with extra care). It didn’t happen at dinner though. He waited until I was in the middle 
of buckling my seatbelt to ask – or rather, shout – the question. Not very romantic, but it caught 
me off-guard. I gave him my answer without thinking because I shouldn’t have had to think 
about it, right? I don’t want to sound like I don’t love Michael, because I do, I really do. But it’s 
not just Michael I’m marrying.  
I’m pledging myself to Roman Catholicism.  
We’ve talked about my converting before. Living together for a year and a half has meant 
a lot of conversations with varying tones of playfulness and severity. He’s never been pushy, it’s 
just always been there, hunched in the corner. If you don’t look Mr. Reality in the face, if you 
walk right past him, you might forget he’s there amidst the unpaid bills and work schedules and 
film noir marathons and Thai take-out cups and drunk sex until his spider-hands grasp your 
ankles. Fun time’s over, he says. 
Recently I’ve suspected Michael resents me for not eagerly volunteering to convert; he’s 
been leaving RCIA pamphlets where he knows I’ll find them. Not every day, but every week or 




But three weeks ago we cooked dinner together; cutting eggplant and kissing in front of a 
stovetop flame made us forget the mounting tension that followed his proposal. 
“It’s going to burn,” I said, pulling away from him to stir the skillet. 
“Good,” he said, hugging me from behind and resting his head on my shoulder. His five-
o’clock shadow rubbed against my neck as he pressed a kiss there.  
“If you don’t stop we might not get to eat this, and that would be a shame.” 
He rocked me back and forth for a minute, like a child clutching its parent’s leg, dancing 
around to accommodate changes in movement. He couldn’t have been annoyed with me, the way 
he kept his arms around me. I could roll my eyes with a smile on my lips. 
“This time next year, there might be a little Moran in here,” he said, rubbing a hand over 
my stomach.  
“Maybe. But I hope we get to have some fun first.” 
“Think of all the cool things we’ll get to show him. Like Fox News.” 
“Or her,” I said with a laugh, though I didn’t particularly care what sex the imaginary 
baby was. Michael wants to be a father now, and he’ll probably make a great one, but we’re only 
twenty-five. We should spend what’s left of our youth doing stupid shit, not playing house for 
real. I want a baby, someday, but not a year from now.  
“Mom’ll come down, maybe Grandma. She’ll want to be here for the baptism too.” 
I tensed up and he noticed. The eggplant crackled in the pan and I shifted out of his arms 
to move it around.  
“We’ve talked about this, Hailey. You know we have to,” he said, reaching to touch my 
shoulder. I turned the stove off.  
“Let’s talk about it later, okay? I’m starving.” 
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I was raised by two doctors who had not given up on religion, but rather forgotten it 
altogether; they taught me to read at a higher level than my peers, to make my own lunches, to 
tie my own shoes and select my own clothes, to speak for myself, to respect others, to share what 
I had (but to take care of myself), to praise what was worthy of praise and denounce what was 
not (always with respect, of course). These were my commandments. I was raised without 
prayers, without pews, without blessings and bleeding icons, without an explicit higher power in 
the universe, without smoke and statues and postures and fasts. I only had to answer to myself. 
But when I was six years old I invented my own god, an imaginary friend of sorts, because my 
classmates thought I was strange for never having attended a church or a temple.  
I named my god Shelby, after a girl who babysat me one weekend when my parents had 
to attend a conference in Canada. Shelby the god was nothing like Shelby the teen, who had 
bleached hair and a belly button ring that made her seem cool and mature; Shelby the god had 
the power to make it rain, to improve my grades, to keep me safe during thunderstorms, to grant 
me stray quarters on the sidewalk, to make me popular. At night I would imagine Shelby seated 
alone in an algae castle at the bottom of Jordan Lake, snapping her gold-tipped fingers to make 
me fall asleep when I was shivering under my blanket, waiting for the sun to rise. She was the 
wind when I played alone at recess and I would throw bark into the breeze, as though she were a 
pet that needed feeding. She could hear when I needed someone to listen. My parents are kind 
but busy people, and I was often forgotten. But Shelby made me unafraid. By the age of eight I 
knew better, but those feelings I had as a girl helped me to understand Michael and his beliefs, 
even as I recognized the voice of a child in his profession of faith. 
I can live without God, without a god.  
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Michael knows about Shelby; I told him about her one night when we were cuddling on 
the bed, swapping stories about the strange adventures of our youth. I’d told that one because I 
thought it was stupid and silly. A god named after a babysitter I had once. But Michael was 
fascinated by my experiment with faith. 
“That was God’s way of calling you to Him,” he said to me with a wild excitement in his 
eyes, and at first I thought he was kidding around, his reaction was so exaggerated. I had a 
feeling then that for all of his good qualities, there was a significant part of him that I could never 
appreciate fully; his interest in the cosmic web, of God’s master plan for mankind, is foreign to 
me.  
“No,” I said, “I think Shelby was just a way for me to cope with loneliness.” 
We were silent for a while, because when conflicting words and ideas do interfere with 
our openness and honesty and love, we find it works best to be still, to remember that we are 
happiest together.  
Does my not believing in God matter that much to Michael? 
 
Two weeks ago we went to visit his mother in Port Jervis, New York. I’d met her once 
before when Michael and I started dating again (she doesn’t know we live together); she’s a 
sweet woman with an unruly mane of steel-gray hair, a full-blooded Italian-American who tells 
you what she’s thinking no matter who it hurts. But she’s sweet because she doesn’t mean to do 
any harm (I liked her the moment she told me I should never wear yellow again because the 
color made me look tubercular).You can’t fake that kind of sincerity. 
Over dinner we talked about how Michael proposed (with clever embellishment) and 
gorged ourselves on manicotti and fresh bread. She asked us the usual slew of questions, but her 
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motherly enthusiasm was refreshing. When I called my parents with the news (at the same time, 
because one lives in Rhode Island and the other lives in California), they were gracious but 
unimpressed. I couldn’t thrill them with news unless I found the cure for stomach cancer (Dad’s 
research) or multiple sclerosis (Mom’s research). But that was good, in a way. I didn’t have to 
explain our situation. Mrs. Moran took it for granted that I would convert. 
“You know, when I married Hugh, my family was livid. It was pure scandal for an Irish 
and an Italian to marry where we came from,” she said, grinning at her application of the word 
“scandal.” 
“Tell her about the wedding, Mom,” Michael said, looking over at me. 
“Well, the Italians sat on one side of the church and the Irish sat on the other. So we joke 
that the aisle was France!” 
They laughed at that and I tried to imagine how the analogy might work.  
“Of course, it was all ridiculous. Irish and Italians, we’re all Catholic. Not that different 
fundamentally, but they’d have told you otherwise,” she said, getting up from the table. 
I exchanged a stare with Michael and we agreed to remain quiet.  
On my way to the guest bedroom that night I passed a large charcoal portrait of Deacon 
Moran, Michael’s father, hung on the wall next to a colossal photo of Pope Francis. When I have 
the opportunity to gaze at the work, I wonder what the artist was attempting to capture. Is it a 
portrait of suspended energy? A portrait of intense calm? Of callousness? The expression is cold 
in gray and black streaks, harsh against the off-white sketch paper, and I feel as though if I 
removed the glass covering, I could touch his disapproval. 
He’s the reason Michael rediscovered his faith. 
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When I first met him, when we fell in love, he considered himself a lapsed Catholic. His 
father was a deacon; it was a part of his cultural identity, a Sunday inconvenience when he was 
at home. It was what he came from, not what he was. We dabbled in bad poetry our senior year 
of college, and it was the way he read his work in club that captured my attention; there was a 
musicality to his voice that I found soothing. He was a free-thinker, and I was beautiful in his 
eyes because I knew there was “something bigger out there that we can’t understand, and who 
are we to assign our petty human ideas to it anyway?” We were casual and independent. He was 
my first, in every way. My first look in the mirror. My first question. 
Isn’t being a good person the best we can do in this universe? Isn’t it enough? 
His father was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor shortly after graduation, and 
that free-thinking man-boy never came back to me. We reconnected by accident a year later, 
when he started graduate school at Duke; I was there finishing up my master’s in education. I 
was surprised to hear he was studying religion, focusing on the Old Testament, and the Book of 
Genesis in particular. He was obsessed with the origin story, the fall of man, the divisions that 
fall brought about; he confessed to me that this interest was born out of his old love for a 
pluralist view of religion. 
I was skeptical of this change in him, but when he spoke, there was that same passion I’d 
found captivating as an undergrad; the pitch was different, but the music was the same. 
When we started dating again, he told me how watching his father face death with 
courage and serenity brought him back to his Catholic faith; suddenly, it had all clicked for him. 
He’d taken communion at his father’s funeral mass, and he told me the experience was his own 
resurrection. He told me he couldn’t hide anymore from God’s transcending love.  
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I saw a poor boy who was devastated by the loss of his father, who was desperate to find 
a reason for his passing. When tragedy strikes, the Moran family says it’s all part of God’s secret 
plan, and the truth is, I think it’d be nice to have such a foolproof answer.  
I stared at the portrait for a few minutes, wondering what Michael’s father might tell us if 
he could speak from beyond the grave. That we couldn’t have a healthy marriage, a healthy 
relationship, without sharing the same ideology?  
Michael goes to mass every Sunday morning, and I lie in bed watching the clock. He 
prays before he eats, and I stare at the food. He’s confessed to our hot sex on multiple occasions 
and prays the rosary for penance, and I sit on the couch in my new lingerie with the patience of a 
saint. But that’s where the differences end, I told the stern portrait. We speak the same language, 
we went to the same school, we both order the spiciest hot wings available (even though it never 
ends well), we hate politics, we write bad poems to each other and pack them in our lunches, we 
whistle when we’re excited. And those are just the things I can think of, I said, but the blank 
expression remained unchanged. 
 The second morning we were in Port Jervis, Michael and I had the talk, the big one. We’d 
been discussing his mother’s garden, trying to label the plants but coming up with names like 
“little white flowers” and “weird purple trumpets.” I was lulled into feeling like we had forgotten 
about our dilemma the night before; of course his mother thought I was Catholic. That’s the sort 
of girl Michael would want to marry. 
 “It’s not going to be easy to get the dispensation,” he said suddenly, and the smile on my 




 “We haven’t even applied yet,” I said, trying to extinguish his concern. We didn’t need to 
worry about the dispensation while on vacation. 
 He looked out over the lush green yard and into the line of trees which marked the border 
between civilization and the wilderness of upstate New York.  
 “I would never want to hurt you, or to make you do anything, but if you don’t really care 
about religion…would it be horrible if I asked you to?” 
 I felt my jaw tense. “Asked me to what?”  
 “To try for me. To try believing in my God, in my tradition. You’re not passionate about 
religion, you don’t care about it or practice one. For us, for the family we’ll have, you’d make 
everything easier,” he said, staring me in the face. 
 He was asking me to pretend, to lie about my beliefs. And for what? So that we could 
marry in the church? So that our children wouldn’t have to make difficult decisions about which 
parent to listen to?  
 “I can’t believe you’re saying this,” I said, backing away from him.  
 “Come on, Hailey. I’ve never asked anything of you and the one time I try to broach the 
subject you shut down,” he said, moving towards me. 
 “I don’t want to do this now, here. I need time to think.” 
 “What’s there to think about? Religion doesn’t matter to you, but it does to me. This isn’t 
some huge sacrifice for you.” 
 We stopped when his mother opened the back door and told us lunch was ready; we 
agreed to keep quiet, but for the rest of the weekend I was afraid to be alone with him, 




A week ago, when we were in the middle of The Godfather, I found the solution to both 
our problems. Since the trip, there had been a tension between us that we didn’t try to address. 
Michael had stayed away from the subject, and so had I, and I’d never felt so alone. We were 
cuddled together, silent, and distant. It was an ugly realization that we could be peaceful and 
unhappy in the same moment.  
It was during the baptism scene that I had the idea. If I went to mass with him, he would 
see that I was trying, that I cared about what his religion meant for him, but there would be no 
pressure on me to make any decisions about my own. How could he think I was selfish after I 
offered to go to his church with him? 
“Michael,” I said, leaning closer against his shoulder, “we’re okay as long as we have 
each other, right?” 
He tilted his head onto mine for a second. “Of course.” 
I took a deep breath. “But it’d be better if we could talk about this.” 
“You want to talk?” The surprise in his voice was embarrassing. 
“What if…and I’m not promising anything, but what if I went to your church? Just to see 
what it’s like,” I added when I felt him tense.  
I didn’t want to excite him; I wasn’t sure what effect this experience would have on our 
relationship. The only thing I could promise myself was that I would sit through it respectfully, 
give it a chance, and then tell him it was impossible for me to believe it. But I would love him in 
spite of it, no matter what, I was sure. 
That night the sex was better than it had been since he proposed, and for the first time the 




Michael let me dress in skinny jeans and a white t-shirt yesterday to go to 11 o’clock 
mass. He wore a polo shirt and khaki shorts, but he assured me that God didn’t care what I chose 
to wear, so long as I was there; never having gone, I took his word. He said he thought I looked 
cute. 
When we arrived, the older women in the pews, however, did not. They stared at me the 
way five year olds stare at boiled broccoli; I made sure to stare back though, and soon they 
returned to private conversations with their stone-faced, wrinkled husbands. When you have the 
overwhelming feeling in your stomach that you don’t belong where you are, maybe you get a 
little defensive; I did. The walls were white, and the windows let in light so that I imagined we 
could be sitting outside.  
The altar brought to mind old movies I had watched on television around Easter as a 
child, and I clutched Michael’s hand when the thought occurred to me that I had never seen an 
altar in person before. A massive crucified Jesus hung at the back of the altar, between two 
panels of red, green and gold stained glass. His wooden eyes were half-closed, but he seemed to 
be looking right at me in my jeans and top, and he seemed to say, “I know who you are and I 
know you aren’t one of mine.” 
More people shuffled into the pews so that Michael and I were boxed into the middle. I 
shook hands with them as he introduced me, but in those moments of contact I was preoccupied 
with what they might be thinking about me. The thought struck me that these people knew 
Michael very well, but that I didn’t know them at all. I wondered if they had even known 
Michael had a girlfriend. A fiancée.  
“Doubter!” Jesus reminded me as I sat forward again to prepare for the service. 
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The priest was friendly and funny in his introduction (not what I had expected from a 
Catholic priest), and the readings were nice enough (nothing particularly grim or 
condescending). The music was beautiful, but at times I would catch myself focusing on the 
words and they made me uncomfortable.  
“Taste and see the goodness of the Lord…” 
In those moments I stole a glance at Jesus, who remained outstretched in agony but with 
a rigid face. A callous face? 
“Taste and see the goodness of the Lord…” 
I tried to find that look of adoration on the faces of the worshippers. Where was the joy, 
the intense need to pray to God that I imagined they all shared with each other? Michael stared at 
the book of lyrics while he sang, and I wondered if he truly believed. I couldn’t see the 
transformation that the others saw; when the priest held the wafer in the air we all kneeled as we 
would before a king. But all I could see was that we were bowing to a thin white disc, and to a 
chalice of wine which was the more spectacular for the extravagance of its vessel. 
“Taste and see the goodness of the Lord…” 
As they filed up towards the altar for communion it dawned on me. No one could actually 
think any of this was real. It was all an inside joke! The wafer crackers and the wine…no one 
thought they were truly the body and blood of Jesus Christ, a man who died two thousand years 
ago. That was impossible. But they couldn’t let anyone else know they didn’t believe. That 
would ruin everything, for them and for their fellow parishioners. Michael had told me on the 
way over that I wasn’t allowed to take part, because I wasn’t baptized and I hadn’t made my first 
communion, but as I watched him walk ahead without me, I was suddenly aware of the size of 
the gap between us. 
37 
 
How had I not noticed it? 
He had told me once that it was okay that I wasn’t Catholic, that I didn’t have any 
religion of my own.  
“You’re a good person, Hailey. Be the best person you can, the best way you know how. 
That’s all religion is, you know. A path to follow in this confusing world.” 
But it isn’t fine now. I’m not religious, and if I’m not religious, then I’m separate from 
Michael, fundamentally. I thought our friendship would be enough for us, that the love we had 
would make our ideologies irrelevant; but it matters too much to him. The way he spoke to me at 
his mother’s house, the way he asked me to convert, terrifies me because he doesn’t understand 
me anymore. He won’t compromise for me, so I must change for him. But if I can’t stand up and 
sing and pray to a thousand dead men who couldn’t keep their mouths shut and eat Jesus wafers, 
then we would be ripped apart. 
As Michael approached the priest, I saw the confirmation of my fears in the side of his 
face. The conviction in his gaze as he stared straight ahead struck me. It was too honest. His faith 
came from his dying father, it came from fear, it came from familiarity; but as he stepped away I 
realized the depth of the disparity between us.  
I had the sense, as Michael took communion, that he had abandoned me. And then I 
thought about what Michael told me; how when his father died, the taste of the bread renewed 
his faith.  
So I stepped into the communion line.  
I mimicked what the others did; I held my hands, cupped together in front of me, like a 
beggar. I was a beggar in that instant, pleading for a piece of that sacred flesh. If I could taste it, I 
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would see. I would see what Michael saw, and we could love each other as equals, with no need 
to compromise. 
“Taste and see the goodness of the Lord…” 
The priest held the wafer over the tin plate and his words came quick to me. 
“The Body of Christ.” 
I nodded and allowed him to place it in my hands. 
So light. 
I picked it up between my fingers, gently, as if I were trying not to spill anything on 
myself. With all the sincerity I could muster, I laid the flesh on my tongue.  
God, please give me a path, because this world is twisted and lonely, and I don’t want to 
walk alone anymore.  
Tasteless. 
The wafer dissolved into mush in my mouth and I let the numb wave of panic wash 
through me, from my feet to my fingers to my head. As I returned to the pew, my tongue played 
with the bits of wet wheat and I realized it was just breakfast cereal. There was no sudden 
brightness inside me, no revelation, no conversion moment, as I had hoped there would be. Only 
a dull sense, as I caught Michael’s hurt expression, that though we were in love, we would never 
be able to live in the same world. 
“…in Him we need put all our trust.” 
 
This is how I imagine the Creation Story. 
In the beginning God lit a match. When He saw that His world was empty He began to 
weep, and His tears pooled around His ankles and flowed into the dark corners of the Great 
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Nothing. Then there were salt-soaked oceans and the damp-dry atmosphere stung the blue eyes 
of God. He pulled mounds of nothing in His fists, He ground the nothing into sand, He scattered 
the nothing about over the oceans until there were islands, until there were whole continents of 
packed grit. The saplings surprised God, but soon He was on His hands and knees, planting 
thoughts in the mud, watching as nature flourished, cultivated chaos.  
Then, one day, God’s loneliness became a sound: a hollow breath blowing into a bowl. 
He needed creatures to hear, now that there was sound, so He breathed into the waters, and 
where His voice reached, there tumbled forward schools of glittering fish, invisible insects, 
serpents like rivers, dark islands with rows of teeth. To reach His bellow these first creatures 
shed their scales and panted on the sand until they were able to slither, to crawl, to step, to run, to 
fly. Spotted, furry, wrinkled, flesh rough and bloated with fresh water. Sound filled the Nothing, 
followed by smell, followed by taste. The creatures were hungry as God was hungry, but because 
they could not create they absorbed. And so God allowed death to walk beneath the creatures, 
but only to give them what He craved: a thrill in the chest called purpose.  
One day God saw the creatures staring at the earth as they moved about, hunting and 
hiding, and He understood that His project had plateaued. He worked for seven days and seven 
nights every seven years and after seven thousand years He debuted a pair of naked dreamers He 
called humankind. 
 The first was Michael Moran, who couldn’t meet my eye as we drove back to our 
apartment from church yesterday morning. A perfect specimen of faith with a forward-facing 
compass and the sense of direction God Himself could envy.  
 “Why did you do it?” he asked, seething in the driver’s seat. 
 “Because you did,” I said, “Because I don’t want to be separate from you.” 
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 “After I told you not to,” he said, smoothing the hair away from his forehead with one 
hand. “You have no respect for my beliefs. You think this is all some joke, don’t you?” 
 What did he see when he looked at me with those sad, sad eyes? His future? His mistake? 
A lover he could no longer understand? 































The Shape of the Periphery 
 
 
We told you which one of us was your real father the day you graduated from St. 
Lawrence, at The Club restaurant; your father was nagging me, as usual, about ordering a salad 
off the dinner menu, but when a place has ribs I’m not about to look the other way, now am I? 
You understood, I know, because when I looked over, you were staring at your plate, trying to 
keep from smiling. Smart kid, I thought. How we told you the truth doesn’t seem important a 
year and a half after the fact. Maybe you didn’t even want to know, but I worry about you, you 
know this, and I said to Dad before we drove to Canton for the ceremony, I said: 
“Calvin, we need to tell him. What if he gets hurt and the hospital wants to know his 
history or something? He should know, now that he’s going off on his own.” 
Dad laughed at me from behind his newspaper when I said that, because he’s brilliant and 
thinks he has all the answers, always, but he said: “He might be relieved to learn he won’t inherit 
your high blood pressure.” 
So we bought you that nice dinner to celebrate, and after I had a glass or two of wine and 
Dad had a couple we just said it. The fact that you’re our son, no matter what, we didn’t worry 
about how you would take the news. When you were in elementary school, anytime you had a 
family tree project thing or whatever, you asked us which one of us was your real dad. And we’d 
say “both” and give you our histories, and you learned to be okay with that answer, I guess, 
because you stopped asking after a while. But you must’ve been curious, right? Because what 
kid doesn’t want to know where he comes from? 
You were quiet when Dad finished telling you. For the rest of the night, your burger sat 
there on the plate, and you played with your French fries. It was like you were all by yourself, 
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and I felt guilty, like we had ruined your special day. I’ve got to apologize for hurting you that 
night, Parker, and if I could do that moment over I’d cut out my tongue.  
You left that night. 
Not literally, I mean you went back to Ithaca with us, but you were different after that 
night. You pushed me away, slowly at first; whenever I wanted to talk, you were in the middle of 
doing something. We used to hike in Danby State Forest every Saturday when you were in high 
school, just you and me, because Dad would rather read about the history of salt than kick up dirt 
with his best guys. I didn’t mind though, because it was our time. Side by side, on a narrow path 
through the red pines, we’d talk about what was bothering you that week: the girls you liked, the 
tests you hated, the lacrosse games you lost. I know you loved us the same, because we raised 
you that way, but the time we spent weaving through the sunlit trail grasses, I thought I was the 
one you could confide in. Each year the forest filled out with more trees, more ground cover, 
more fallen leaves the color of earth, and it reminded me of your growing up; looking back, I 
think those were the times I felt the most like your real father, like I was raising you.  
But when you lived with us that summer after you graduated, you didn’t want to go to 
Danby anymore, you didn’t want to do anything. I gave you space because that’s what I need 
when I’m upset; I have to walk away from what’s bothering me, and then I can return to it when 
I’m ready. And sometimes, I realize I’ll never be ready. 
I didn’t understand what that knowledge had done to our relationship until that August 
when you announced that you were following your college girlfriend, Zoe, to Providence; she’d 
been admitted to the master’s program in graphic design at RISD, and you wanted to follow her 
there. Zoe, the trust fund girl we met once, maybe twice, because you’d only started dating her in 
March of your senior year.  
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I could see through you, though. You wanted to distance yourself from me. Why else 
would you have made such a rash decision? Dad and I couldn’t persuade you to stay, and I 
thought that if we had some space between us, if I gave you the time to sort through things, our 
relationship would mend itself soon enough. 
Last month, we came to visit you at the apartment for the first time since you moved in; 
we hadn’t seen you in a year, though you’d been calling your Dad occasionally and emailing 
sporadically. He’d forward those to me, so I knew what you were up to, and how it had been 
difficult holding down jobs, and how Zoe’s vegan diet was an adjustment, and that you were the 
happiest you’d ever been in Providence. You felt it was the place you were meant for, and when 
I read that I almost threw my phone across the room.  
When you invited us to spend the week before Christmas with you at the apartment, 
before you flew to San Francisco to spend the actual holiday with Zoe’s parents, I’m not going to 
lie, I was shocked; I asked Dad if he thought you meant for me to come, or just him. It didn’t 
take much convincing to get me to Providence; the six hour drive gave me time to think about 
what I would say or do to show you that I wasn’t really mad. I was ready to put the past year 
behind us; you were confused, maybe hurt, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t go back to being 
father and son. 
When we came to the door, Dad rubbed my shoulder; the winter breeze bit at me through 
my coat, but my nerves were making me shiver more than the weather. What would I do when 
you came to the door? Hug you? No, I thought, I couldn’t rush this. 
I was thoroughly disappointed when Zoe opened the door. She was smaller than I 
remembered, with a messy bun and droopy eyes, like she was sleepwalking through life. This 
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was the girl you’d decided to follow to Rhode Island? My memories must’ve been kind to her; I 
had pictured her put-together and confident, but this time she was neither of those.   
“Please, come in,” she said – asked – said; there’s a lilt in her voice that turns every 
statement she makes into a question, and I don’t know how you can stand to listen to it. 
We followed her into the apartment, and while I don’t know much about interior design, I 
was struck by how empty your place was; the little chandelier, the leather couches and chairs, 
well I guess it must be faux leather if Zoe chose it, the white walls. I’d seen hospital lobbies with 
more personality than your living room. Like Zoe, this wasn’t for you; at home, your room was 
hidden behind stacks of high school calculus homework, dirty running shorts, and Sports 
Illustrated magazines. I couldn’t believe you’d chosen to live your life in a skeleton, an outline. 
I saw you in the kitchen, moving back and forth between the microwave and the stove. 
Did she teach you how to cook? I tried to teach you when you were seventeen, remember, but 
you gave up when the chicken burned. When you turned towards us, you seemed taller, and the 
features you got from your father stood out to me more than they ever had; you have his small 
chin, his vague blue eyes, his massive forehead. I’d never noticed how much you resembled him, 
but it was all I could see as you came to greet us. 
“Hey Dad,” you said as you pulled him into a strong hug, and I hoped that you might to 
do the same to me, though I knew you wouldn’t. “Glad you could come.” 
“Pop” was the only word you had for me, and a clap on the back my only welcome. But I 
had expected this and I refused to be discouraged. 




At dinner you and Zoe served microwave-baked sweet potatoes, soft white beans and 
boiled kale; I did the best I could, honestly, but you know how I feel about health food crap. 
“I haven’t seen Gene look at a vegetable in thirty years, but you’ve convinced him to eat 
three! A Christmas miracle, verily,” Dad said, winking at me from over the tortoiseshell glasses 
slouched on his nose. 
“Yeah, yeah,” I said, moving the limp plants around my plate with a fork. 
“I guess that runs in the family,” Zoe said, giving you a sidelong glance. I wondered what 
you thought about that, because she must’ve known which one of us was your biological father. 
You must’ve told her.  
“I thought I raised you better than that,” Dad said to you with a laugh that made me feel 
lonely, because we both raised you. He taught at Ithaca College and I was a chauffeur part-time; 
I was the one who drove you to and from school, and the one who packed your lunches, and the 
one who stayed home when you had a fever. I raised you too. 
“He’s my boy too,” I said, looking at you, but I didn’t find the reaction I was hoping for. 
You were quiet, but you didn’t seem agitated or amused.  
“The apartment is gorgeous,” Dad said when the silence dragged. I love your father, but 
he always has to mediate, and there are times when we just have to say what we mean. Stop 
bullshitting. 
“You think so?” you said, putting your arm around Zoe.  
“I think it’s kind of empty,” I said, looking around the room at what I had noticed earlier, 
pretending to see the decoration for the first time. Glass tabletops and bamboo plants, scorch-
brown leather armchairs, the thinnest flat-screen television I’d ever seen. Had you picked any of 
that out yourself? 
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“That’s what we were going for,” Zoe said in that confused tone, and her smile made me 
think she’d found some sort of compliment in my comment. “I’m surrounded by all this exciting 
clutter and color and texture at RISD. It’s nice to come home to a place where you’re not forced 
to take anything in.” 
That kind of talk – that’s the stuff we used to laugh at, wasn’t it? You never used to like 
her type; you fell hard for the tan, boyish athletic types, the girl who outran you and ate steak and 
was healthy and fresh and radiant. But Zoe’s not like that at all; she’s just a wisp of a girl hiding 
from the real world in an expensive nest and you’re living off of her, I thought.  
Then I saw how you were smiling at her, like she’d said the perfect thing. No mockery in 
your expression, not even playfulness, and it made you look less like your father.  
“I’m just glad you didn’t want to paper mache the walls,” you said, rubbing her shoulder.  
I went to the bathroom down the hall, where I peed in front of a large wall hanging with a 
Chinese symbol painted on it. When I was in there, staring at the black strokes, it occurred to me 
that those details, the art and the food, none of them meant you were truly different. You were in 
love, and instead of fighting your new life, I chose to embrace it. 
As I walked towards the dining room I heard the three of you laughing, and suddenly I 
wondered if I should go back at all. If I came in, I had the feeling I would destroy a moment of 
real happiness; if I came in, that moment of closeness would be gone. 
I turned the corner and you all went silent. I decided I would make my own happiness. 
You weren’t going to force me out. 
“Let’s get a tree tomorrow,” I said, and you shook your head. 
“If we’re spending Christmas in San Francisco it doesn’t make sense to put one up. It’d 
be a pain,” you argued, looking to Zoe for agreement.  
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“I think we should do it. We’ve never had one in the apartment,” Zoe said, nodding her 
head with an enthusiasm that’s difficult to fake. 
The other two came around, and I went to sleep that night with a renewed sense of hope 
that I could find you, the boy who used to love me. 
-- 
You and Zoe went out to buy a plastic tree in the morning, before we woke up. The 
excuse was that you didn’t want to wake us when we were sleeping so well. Dad seemed to 
accept that, and when I confronted him privately about his real feelings, he told me I was 
overreacting.  
“If it was just you here, he’d have woken you up,” I said, and left him standing in the 
guest bedroom. Your father is affectionate and intelligent, but it’s been a few years since I’ve 
thought of him as kind; you must’ve inherited your sensitivity from your mother.   
The day wasn’t ruined simply because you bought the tree without me; after lunch, I 
suggested we assemble it, since you and me, we’re pretty good at hands-on projects. I arranged 
the base and trunk while you fluffed the green plastic strips on the branches, and for a minute I 
forgot that we hadn’t spoken to each other, hadn’t really talked, for over a year. The artificial tree 
grew before our eyes, and it was almost like we were bringing it to life. We wrapped the little 
white lights that came in the package around the tree, looping and adjusting in sync. Zoe and 
Dad watched and they were astounded, I could tell, because they never offered to help us with 
the work. When it was done, I gave you a slap on the back and you actually smiled at me.  
“Not bad, huh?” I asked, high on the sense that we had accomplished more than just the 
construction of a Christmas tree. 
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“We got some ornaments too,” you said, and Zoe grabbed the remaining bags from the 
kitchen. They weren’t what I would have picked; a few packages of delicate silver orbs and gold, 
glitter-crusted abstract shapes that I couldn’t figure out. You said you weren’t sure what 
happened to any of the kitschy, homemade ornaments I mailed you last year, when you didn’t 
come home for Christmas.  
The two of us started hooking the elegant little decorations and hanging them on the tree, 
but when I dropped two of the silver spheres, I told you I was an accident waiting to happen and 
walked away. But when I stopped helping, you asked Dad if he wanted to hang some up. I sighed 
as I fell backwards onto the couch.  
Then Zoe had the idea to grab their camera and take pictures of them together, father and 
son engaged in familial bonding; sentimental shots, like it was Baby’s First Christmas or 
something. Why hadn’t she brought it out when I was helping? Because I’m just the partner, the 
extra father, I thought as I stared at the bits of silver glass glinting on the hardwood floor. No, if 
I’d only been more careful with the ornaments, she might’ve taken a few shots of us. It was my 
own fault that I was miserable. 
“I’m sad we won’t be here to see the tree on Christmas morning,” Zoe said, sitting next to 
me on the couch. “That was a good idea you had.” 
What had she meant by that? Was she being sarcastic or ironic? Her tone of voice makes 
it difficult to understand what she’s trying to say, and instead of encouraging me, her words 
reminded me that I had failed. I hated her for noticing that I’d tried. 
In the evening, when the sky was a lighter shade of black, you shoved the light plug into 
a socket and the tree-corner of the dark room was pierced by fuzzy points of brilliant white. You 
and Dad stood there beaming up at the transfigured tree, and Zoe clapped her hands like a little 
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kid. A family portrait I wasn’t a part of. I reached for the camera that she’d left on the coffee 
table by the couch. I turned on the flash. Pushed down. Lightning. Your mouths widened as you 
turned to face me.  
If I hadn’t done anything, you could have stayed like that forever, I thought. 
Parker, staring at the tree, I remembered past Christmases with you: “leave one out for 
Santa but take one for yourself too, buddy” “you can open one tonight” “that’s not for eating” “if 
you’re not asleep he’ll pass right by us” “he brought coal for you but I got you a few things 
anyway” “don’t get excited it’s not a puppy” “you can’t, it’s still wine” “it’s not boring – well, 
maybe a little – but it would make Dad happy if you read it.”  
But I saw another Christmas as I watched the three of you admire the tree. It was before 
you were born, back when I’d started dating Dad. Do you remember I told you my parents are 
dead? That they died years and years ago? Well, they’re not dead, Parker. They’re living in 
western Kentucky, in the house I grew up in. I told you once that it took me a while to accept 
that I was attracted to other men; I’d never met another gay man, we were very conservative, and 
I didn’t know, really. I just knew that I didn’t feel like how adults told us we were supposed to 
feel when we looked at girls. It wasn’t until I was with your dad that I wanted to come out to the 
people I loved, and that Christmas I came home by myself and said it to them, when my father 
was sitting on the couch smoking a cigarette and mother was in the kitchen baking sexless 
gingerbread people.  
“If you’re gay, then I don’t know you,” my father said, and I was orphaned.  
Dad’s family took me in, made me feel comfortable, but I’m not their blood either. They 
can love me like family, but at the end of the day, we’re not real family, are we? They only love 
me because one of theirs loves me.  
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At your apartment, I was a man standing outside of a house, at a window, watching a 
family who left the lights on by accident. 
-- 
Zoe told us she was pregnant on Saturday, while you were out for an early morning run. 
It was an accident; she mentioned that she normally runs with you but recently she’s decided to 
stop, and we made the mistake of asking “why?”  
“We invited you here so we could tell you in person,” she said, and I got up from the 
table to pour more coffee for Dad. He covered his mouth with his hands and I couldn’t stand to 
watch his excitement. 
“Gene, we’re going to be grandfathers,” he said, and hearing the stunned sound in his 
voice was like taking a punch to the chest.  
He’ll be a grandfather, I thought.  
“It’s great,” I said as I gave him his mug. Dad had the right to be excited, he really did, 
but I couldn’t fake excitement for his sake. This baby is yours, and Dad’s, and Zoe’s, but not 
mine. So I sat there as they went over details, declining to rub her flat stomach when she offered, 
and when you came home an hour later, I had to endure the news again. 
“The baby’s due in June,” you said, “and Zoe graduates in May, so we’re looking to 
move at the end of the summer.” 
I saw the scene unfolding, and I was on the outside of it again. When had I stopped 
fighting to be your father? I came there to reconnect with you, to understand your new life, but 
I’d only sabotaged our time together. But the trip wasn’t over – I had one more chance. 
“Come to Ithaca,” I said. If you moved to Ithaca, we could keep trying, we could explore 
Danby again and take your baby there, and even though we’re not blood and love might not be 
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enough to repair what we lost the day of your graduation, we could try to find our new 
relationship.  
But you exchanged a look with Zoe, and I knew, I knew you were planning to run away 
from our mess. 
“We’ve been thinking of moving to San Francisco, to be closer to Zoe’s family. And 
besides, it’s a bigger city so there’ll be more opportunities for all of us,” you said. Dad nodded, 
Zoe nodded. But I snapped. 
“What’s wrong with Ithaca?”  
“Pop, it’s not about Ithaca. It’s just San Francisco’s the whole package.” 
At that moment, I was sure you hadn’t moved on. You’d never wanted to repair what 
your dad and I broke that night at The Club. 
“No, it’s because I live in Ithaca. That’s what’s wrong with Ithaca.” 
You seemed irritated. “Pop, what are you saying? I told you –” 
“You haven’t told me anything.” 
Zoe stood and tried to calm us down, holding her hands out like stop signs. “Pop – Gene 
– please don’t yell,” she pleaded. 
That whiny, unsure voice sent me over the edge. “I’ve been quiet this whole week, you 
grass-fed twit!” I shrieked, rising from my chair.  
She touched her cheek like I’d backhanded her. Seeing her eyes water and her cheeks 
turn pink, I almost thought I had. You sat there so still that I was afraid of you. 
“I’ll be outside,” Zoe said, walking in a daze to the front door. Dad rushed to help her 
leave, and I didn’t have the courage to look up from the table as he passed me.  
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You and I sat there for minutes, both fuming, both disgusted, both disappointed. Your 
face was red and all the kindness that had once been tucked into the corners of your upturned 
mouth had been wiped away. One of us had to speak, or we could have remained frozen in that 
angry place where we couldn’t understand each other. 
“Why do you hate me?” I asked, watching your face; I wanted to know what you were 
holding back. 
“I don’t hate you,” you said, “or I didn’t until you said that ugly thing to Zoe.” 
I stayed where I was, planted. “I’m sorry. But this whole time all I’ve wanted is to fix us. 
What happened that day?” 
You looked me in the eye, and you were fearsome. “My whole life you and Dad refused 
to tell me which one of you is my birth dad. You said you didn’t want to change the way I see 
you. And after graduation, you said it so nonchalantly, while we were eating, like it didn’t matter 
at all – but it does matter. When I didn’t know, you were exactly equal to me, but knowing he’s 
my blood dad and you’re not – how can I go backwards? You never reached out to me, to tell me 
it would be okay, you just let me suffer in silence.” 
I don’t have an answer for you, Parker.  
“How do we go back to the way we were? How do I see you the same?” 
All I can tell you is that I felt the same way, reacted the same way. I never reached out to 
you, never considered what you might need, I just let you pull away from me until there were 
miles between us, and I tried signaling you when you could no longer see my shape in the 
distance. I abandoned you, and you abandoned me, and maybe that means there’s too much of 
me in you after all, buddy.  
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 And maybe, when it all comes down to it, we can’t ever be family. I’ll never be related 
to your baby, and I’ll never be related to you. But if you walk your little boy, or girl, through the 
woods, on a beach, up a hill, down the street, and listen to him, really listen to him, you’ll inherit 












































She watches her brother-in-law, Patrick, climb out of the car, and from the den window 
he resembles his elder brother more than he ever has; the same dark hair, the same build. Her lips 
mouth ‘welcome home, darling’ and she presses her fingertips against the glass, hoping that her 
eyes will remain fooled.  
Nora’s husband, Patrick’s brother, Brian, was killed in a textbook three-car-pile-up one 
month ago, on a warm March evening when the Bradford pear trees behind the house were in 
bloom; the rancid smell of the white blossoms accompanied the news of his accident. She 
must’ve gone to the hospital to claim his belongings, must’ve fed the girls, Aileen and Kerry 
afterwards, but all those details have been obscured by the memory of that nauseating scent.  
Every morning, before the girls woke, she’d sit in his side of their closet. She lay beneath 
the uniform row of his suits and shirts, breathes in the crisp scent of last week’s ironing, and 
closes her eyes. She sketched him without sight. In the shadows she resurrects his thick, solid 
shoulders and the unwavering intensity of his gaze. Such modest strength should never have 
been crushed. 
When she met him at a back-booth of Fisher’s in ’58, she had been attracted to his 
mystery, to the dark eyebrows and the downward tilt of his head; he studied there alone every 
weekend, and when she finally got to wait on him, he asked her if she had a boyfriend. She had 
guessed he was a secret prince, or a dashing rogue, or a lucky orphan, but his raspy tenor and his 
economics textbook rendered him an ordinary student at the University of Maryland. It had been 
foolish to think that thirteen years and two daughters together would bring her any closer to 




But he is gone now, and all of her hopes have been mocked by fate. That is the cruelest 
element of death, she’s realized: the world can carry on without you. She will never know the 
man she was married to; that quiet strength he possessed had been the only part of himself he 
would show to her, or to anyone. They didn’t talk. But they didn’t need to; during sex he was 
rough, demanding, but with each kiss, thrust, and release Nora could feel that she was loved. 
There had been a deep, hidden love in Brian, she knows, but he had never learned to trust her 
with its care.          
First she threw out his toothbrush, then his comb, then his razor. She packed his 
notebooks, his planner, his paper remains and shoved them into a messy corner of the basement, 
along with his shirts and sweaters. One night she drained the last of the beer bottles he left in the 
fridge. The contents of the closet are last to go.  
Patrick came down from Pittsburgh for the funeral with his wife, Sara, and four year old 
daughter, Bridget, but this time he’s come alone to go through his brother’s suits and pick out 
anything he wants to keep, before the rest is donated. She leads him upstairs, into their bedroom, 
and shows him the array of brown wool and gray tweed his brother left behind. Patrick selects 
one of the gray jackets and holds it out in front of him; his eyebrows are furrowed as he looks the 
garment up and down. 
“Do you like it?” she asks, taking a step towards him. This close he can’t be mistaken for 
Brian; his lips are too full, his skin too fair, his eyes too wet. His features are feminine and soft 
where Brian’s had been polished and angular. He is seven years younger than his brother, and it 
shows in his thick, dark hair. He is one year older than her, but his is a lively thirty where hers is 
fragile. She first met Patrick the summer before her wedding, on the coast of Maryland. He and 
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Brian were close, but not like brothers. They had been rivals, competing in football, fishing and 
business. 
“I’m not sure I could wear it as well as he did,” Patrick says with a laugh, but he lays it 
out on the bed anyway.  
That night, after Aileen and Kerry go to bed, Nora hands her brother-in-law a glass of 
Merlot and settles down on the opposite side of the couch. They’ve never talked much before, 
there have been few opportunities or reasons to, but at this moment the eerie silence compels 
them to reminisce. They discuss Brian’s inability to take jokes, particularly those made at his 
expense, the fishing weekends they took before the girls were born, Brian’s boyish admiration of 
President Nixon, the way he’d scowl when the Ravens lost, his perpetually pensive expression. 
The Florida vacation Brian had planned for the family this June, which she plans to cancel. 
“I don’t see the point in going,” she tells him, pulling her feet up onto the couch.  
“He would have wanted you to,” he says, setting his glass on the coffee table in front of 
him. “The hotel reservations are still good.” 
“It’s not the right time,” she says, “and I can’t take the girls away from home. They need 
some stability.” 
Patrick leans back against the couch and stares at her in a way that makes her face warm. 
He looks her up and down like she’s a tweed suit he wants to try on.  
“I’m just saying you shouldn’t stay home on his account. That’s not what he would have 
wanted, and you know it.” 
This morning, before Patrick arrived, she’d submerged herself in Brian’s clothes for the 
last time, cried at the idea of giving the last of him away, and now she’s imagining what it would 
be like if she leaned forward and kissed Patrick. She would grasp his face in her hands. It would 
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be gentle, not the kind of kisses she’s been used to. Would he push her away? Scream at her? Or 
would he kiss her back? Nora bites her lower lip. Her husband has been dead for a month and 
she’s fantasizing about his brother. Her brother. She wants to feel sick. 
“I’d thought about tagging along with you, if that’s alright,” he says with a grin.  
“With Sara and Bridget?” she asks, crossing her feet on the floor.  
“Of course! They could use some sun, don’t you think?” 
Nora nods, sitting up straight. Seeing Patrick alone would be a terrible idea; the 
loneliness and grief are making her desperate for a man’s touch, any man’s touch. If his wife and 
daughter come along on the vacation it will set her straight; seeing him with his own family will 
separate him from Brian in her mind, and that misplaced desire for contact will be stamped out. 
-- 
 In Florida they all stay at the same hotel in Orlando, though they’re on different floors; at 
night the adults often lounge by the pool while the kids swim. Aileen and Kerry kick and splash 
each other in the chemically-clear water, and Bridget follows after them, too slow and too timid 
to join them. The parents watch, three half-naked tan statues posed across long white pool chairs. 
Patrick is with Sara, and he seems content with her modest beauty and breezy words; Nora 
chides herself for allowing thoughts of a kiss when she sees them together. They are a pair of 
matching shoes, and lying next to them, she is acutely aware of her own oddness.  
During the day, Sara takes the three little girls into the ocean and up the dunes for ice 
cream or popsicles. Nora lies on a towel, slick with sunscreen, while Patrick reads a book; it’s a 
cheap detective novel or a thriller he picked up at the grocery store. As she watches the children 
splashing in the glittering waves, she can feel him watching her. Whenever she turns to her left, 
hoping to catch him in the act, she finds that he’s reading as before, his expression unchanged. 
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She angles her tanned legs away from his direction little by little, and if he notices he never lets 
on. It would be wrong to encourage him.  
On the last night of the vacation Bridget comes down with a fever and Sara banishes 
Patrick from their hotel room while she soothes her daughter’s forehead with a wet washcloth. 
Nora sits at the water’s edge, with her feet dangling in the 4-foot deep section of the pool. Aileen 
and Kerry are soaking in the small hot tub a few feet away, laughing and talking about how 
afraid Bridget was of the water. Patrick sits down beside her and removes his sandals. He lets his 
feet float beside hers, and for a few minutes they sit in silence, watching the girls. 
“They’ve handled everything so well,” he says, leaning back on his hands. “Brian would 
be glad that they’re still able to enjoy themselves.” 
She tries not to look at his muscular legs. “You were right. We all needed this.” 
“It’s a shame Mom couldn’t come,” he says, smiling at her. Not like Brian.  
“She would have been bored. I haven’t seen a single good-looking man on this trip,” she 
jokes, kicking her feet a bit in the water. It’s not entirely true. Patrick has remained shirtless, and 
she’s been given numerous opportunities to appreciate his healthy physique. He plays volleyball 
in the sand with any stranger who has a ball and needs the upper hand in the game; he’s 
confident and exuberant and she has to check herself because she tends to stare. When he’s on 
the beach, every other man is eclipsed. 
“Thanks a lot,” he says, splashing her a bit with his foot.  
“You don’t count,” she says without looking him in the eyes. “You’re family.” 
The sun has fallen behind the hotel and the pink streaks of dying light fade into an 
expanse of indigo; the sky is an enormous quilt of intersecting threads, strands of color that 
dissolve into the distance with no visible beginning or end. Beyond that, she once believed, Brian 
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was secure in the bosom of God, a reluctant angel waiting for his love to take her place beside 
him. But the longer she looks, the more she wonders whether or not the universe is only what can 
be seen. Maybe nothing exists except what she experiences in a single moment. 
Patrick grabs her hand in one swift motion. His warm, wrinkled palm fits against hers as 
though they have done this before in some other world; it’s another kind of kissing. It’s natural. 
She is stunned at first, but when she gathers the courage to face him he lays it gently on the 
concrete. There are no more smiles, no more explanations. They remain silent until her daughters 
come running towards them, their skin red and steaming like boiled lobsters.  
She wonders what might have happened if the girls had stayed in the water a few more 
minutes. He might have leaned closer to her ear, tucked the salt and sand soaked hair back, and 
pleaded for her to be patient. She might have looked up into his eyes, and Brian would not have 
stared back at her from his brother’s face.   
-- 
Since that night in June, she has devoted her thoughts to Patrick. Whenever the girls are 
asleep she pretends that he has been hiding in her closet all day, waiting to get her alone; she 
double checks to make sure it’s empty, and is disappointed to find it so. She imagines what their 
children might look like as she waits in line to pick her daughters up from school. Her heartbeat 
accelerates and her surroundings spin and shift as she tries to replicate the feeling of his hand on 
hers; she tries holding Brian’s black leather gloves against her skin but then the guilt creeps in 
and she has to put them back in the basement. When she’s alone, and only then, does she attempt 
to imagine what the sex would be like; she can never satisfy herself and is left dejected and 
frustrated knowing that he willingly holds himself out of her reach.  
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After his visit in April, after he came to collect Brian’s coats, Patrick had called her every 
week, and even sent her a card on Mother’s Day. But since they left Florida, he hasn’t called, 
hasn’t written, and she can only wonder at his withdrawal. It has crossed her mind that he 
doesn’t love her, and that his tender gestures were brotherly; when she feels the cool side of the 
bed or when she eats her lunch alone it occurs to her that she is asking too much of Patrick. He 
has a wife and daughter, so why would he want her? But the looks he gave her restore her faith 
in his feelings; that soft green gaze was filled with an insatiable desire, and Patrick could never 
pretend to harbor those passions. Perhaps he is more like Brian than she once thought, and he 
only needs her to take the first step. 
Yesterday Patrick and his family arrived at her mother-in-law’s house in Laurel, 
Maryland. 
Nora brushes her daughters’ mousy-brown curls until they shine like dark bronze. She 
lays out the pink sundress with the stiff white collar for Aileen and the green gingham one for 
Kerry. She straps matching sandals to their feet, inspects their teeth for signs of breakfast, dabs at 
their noses, pats rouge into their cheeks. She goes into her bedroom and slips into a pair of newly 
purchased candy-apple red panties and a matching bra, for courage. She applies Chanel Number 
5 to her wrists and below her ears. She puts on a white floral top and a navy blue skirt, and 
checks her hair in the mirror.  
“Girls,” she warns them in the Dodge station wagon, “remember to be very nice to your 
cousin, Bridget. Don’t hide in a corner and chat with each other the entire time. Aileen, get your 
feet off my chair!” 
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She reaches back to grab her elder daughter’s leg but her long red fingernails grasp at the 
air and she is forced to return her hand to the wheel. Aileen and Kerry giggle into their fists, but 
today she allows them to mock her; she is giddy at the thought of seeing Patrick again. 
Passing the little brick houses of her neighbors, he appears in the space where her 
thoughts become real; she sees him slamming her against the island in her mother-in-law’s 
kitchen, feral but not cruel. No questions. He tears at her clothes and takes what he wants from 
her; what she wants him to take. As he plows into her over, and over, and over, like a wave 
beating against the face of a cliff, she only has to lie there, to absorb the raw power of his love 
for her. His movements are rough as he leads, but his eyes are a gentle, coaxing green. Not like 
Brian’s.  
 She returns to her body, the one with the foot on the gas pedal, and slams on the brake as 
the car screeches towards a yellow light. The girls cackle in the backseat and Nora’s cheeks flush 
at the thought of their being so close; she never lets these fantasies come when her children are 
around. It isn’t appropriate. Her lips purse into a silent whistle as she breathes out, slow. Slow. 
It’s been two months since they’ve seen each other; Nora’s mother-in-law invited them to 
lunch at her house, and Patrick’s family happens to be visiting her. Whatever transpires, Nora 
reasons, it is not devious or disgraceful on her part. For all she knows, Patrick has asked his 
mother to invite them. She drives faster than she should, and the thirty minute ride from 
Germantown to Laurel is shorter than usual; as they pull up in front of Mrs. Fox’s little white 
bungalow, she hopes to catch him looking out the window. The curtains are drawn, and she sighs 
quietly. 
Aileen and Kerry race each other to the door, and if she weren’t busy smoothing her skirt, 
she would yell at the girls for behaving like little boys. By the time she makes it up the driveway, 
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old Mrs. Fox is slumped in the doorway and the girls are inside; they hug and exchange the 
necessary greetings, but Nora is distracted by the sound of Patrick’s voice drifting out from the 
kitchen. She keeps herself from tearing through the rooms; as she walks she wonders how he will 
react when he sees her. Will he take her in with his eyes, stare at her in appreciation? Will he 
look away, flustered? She walks faster. 
When she enters the kitchen she is disappointed to find him surrounded by the children, a 
tray of cookies in his mitt-protected hands. The girls clamor about his legs, trying to grab the 
treats off the pan, but he swats them away like flies. Sara sits at the table, watching and smiling. 
She wears a belted blue and orange striped top with white pants; Nora feels an intense 
satisfaction knowing that despite her perfect blonde curls and powder-blue eyes, Patrick’s wife is 
tastelessly dressed like a man. She understands what the Fox men like, and they like a skirt that 
shows off the legs. 
“Hey there, Nora!” Sara calls from the table with a grin bright as sunshine on tinfoil. 
Nora waits for Patrick to acknowledge her but he doesn’t look away from the shrieking 
girls.  
“Hello, Sara,” she says, removing her sunglasses. She stands where she is for a moment, 
but when no one contributes to the single greeting she walks past the chaos and takes a seat at the 
opposite end of the table.  
“Oh hello, Nora,” Patrick answers, his attention divided. He doesn’t make eye contact or 
appear flustered. He doesn’t change at all. She shifts her focus to Sara. She doesn’t deserve him, 
Nora thinks, if she doesn’t even realize he has feelings for another woman. 
During lunch there is no opportunity to talk with him; over egg salad sandwiches and 
Campbell’s soup the conversation drifts around school and Bridget’s entrance into kindergarten. 
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She asks to show them her new backpack but Sara tells her it can wait until after they’ve finished 
eating. 
“What have you got on your face?” Mrs. Fox asks Kerry as she grabs a napkin. She rubs 
at the rouge on the girl’s left cheek, and Kerry grumbles and tries to squirm away. 
“It’s just a little make-up, Mom,” Nora says before blowing on her soup. 
“What 8 year old girl needs to wear make-up? Ridiculous,” Mrs. Fox mutters, putting the 
napkin back beside her plate. Nora bites her tongue to keep from retorting that she dressed the 
girls up to impress them. To impress him. 
Patrick snickers, and Nora catches his gaze from across the table. That laughter, that 
kindness could be bottled, she thinks, and no one would understand half of his charm, his beauty. 
At least she knows how special he is, she muses. He smiles at her.  
He is a giver, she realizes. A person who doesn’t keep all that he is trapped inside his 
chest, thundering against his ribcage, while his wife tries in vain to understand what he’s 
thinking and feeling. Patrick is transparent, bright, and supportive; he didn’t give a damn about 
Brian’s clothes, or Brian’s vacation plans, he just wanted to be with her, to lighten her despair. 
The universe had the power to take away the only man she thought she could love, to strangle 
her hopes, and yet it could also give her another man, so like the first, but without all of the 
difficult questions. Did Brian love her? Feeling Patrick’s hand around hers, his eyes alive with 
want, she can’t believe he ever did.  
After they finish eating lunch they are forced to endure Mrs. Fox’s pear-filled green 
gelatin. The girls ask their mothers in a whisper if they can have the cookies instead; Nora snaps 
that they have to have at least one bite, to be polite. Mrs. Fox goes to answer the phone and 
returns for Sara. 
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“It’s your sister. She sounds very upset,” Nora’s mother-in-law explains, hurrying Sara 
through the hallway door. When the girls ask to be excused, Nora wonders if the fates are 
encouraging her to move forward. Patrick jokes that if Bridget is trying to impress her cousins, 
she’s going to have to do better than an empty backpack. 
“It’s nice that they care. Bridget’s shy, you know, so their attention means a lot to her,” 
he says, leaning forward in his chair. She takes a deep breath through her nose, steeling herself 
for what she has to do. 
“They love Bridget,” she says, pushing the plate of uneaten Jell-O away. He notices, as 
she knows he will, and springs out of his chair. 
“Let me get that out of your way,” he says, walking over to her side. 
“Would you? Thank you, Patrick,” she says, her stomach churning as he approaches her 
chair. But it has to be now, before anyone comes back. As he leans over to grab the plate, she 
reaches out, stands up, and takes his face in her hands. She doesn’t register his expression as she 
leans in and kisses him. It isn’t like touching hands, and she laughs for thinking once that his hot, 
rough palm could match the electricity on his lips. They are chapped, but soft; Brian’s were too.  
She pushes her husband out of her thoughts as she grips his face tighter, forces the 
images of his fixed scowl, of his impenetrable form looming over her, of the shadows he made to 
keep her in the darkness. She imagines that she will look at Patrick with the lights on, and that 
she will see everything; every ugly twist in his character, the depth of his sorrow, of his love. 
They will be equals; he will start and she will finish. None of it will bring Brian back, and 
Patrick will never be a replacement; because Patrick is the one, has always been the one. 
Brian had to die for her to find love. 
His hands cover hers like they did in Florida, gentle, but they remove her hands. 
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“We can’t do this,” he says, and his green eyes are glossy.  
“I love you,” she whispers, sinking into the chair. “Of course we can.” 
He shakes his head. “It’s not right.” 
Nora runs her fingers through her hair, smoothing it back and trying to contain her 
shame. She presses forward like a soldier facing enemy fire; he’s only being a gentleman. He 
wants her to be blunt, to prove that she knows the truth about them.  
“At the pool, I know how you felt, I could feel it when you…” she begins, waiting for 
him to finish her sentence. He looks at her the way the neighbors looked at her as they force-fed 
her casserole and murmured how deeply sorry they were. Pity-full. 
“Don’t play games with me. Take the kid-gloves off and say what you mean,” she says, 
breathing out her anger, shuddering. “I want you. What do you want?” 
He looks as though he wants to reach out to her, to touch her arm, to touch her cheek. But 
he backs away. “You’re a sister to me. You’re Brian’s wife. You’ll always be Brian’s wife. Just 
because he isn’t here, doesn’t mean that’s changed.” 
Nora smiles through the strangling humiliation. No, she’d thought she’d always be 
Brian’s wife too, once, but it wasn’t true. The world spins on after you die, in spite of your death; 
the universe you believed you were the center of can exist without you. She sees her husband’s 
planner in her mind. Wednesday lunch, Thursday meeting at 4, Friday trip to the drive-in theater 
with the girls. Events that never happened. An imagined future he would never have.  
But she can still have a future. She can live for a future, whether it is the one she wants or 
not. She’ll keep turning. 
Nora collects the girls from upstairs, and they complain all the way out to the car. Bridget 
isn’t done showing them all her toys. Her mother-in-law watches them pack into the station 
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wagon, a puzzled expression on her face. Sara continues talking on the phone. Bridget comes to 
the door to wave at them as the engine starts.  
Nora turns to look at her girls in the backseat. Red cheeks, glossy hair, sundresses. 
Playtime dolls. 
“You both look ridiculous,” she says before gripping the wheel and stepping on the gas 
pedal. She speeds down the road and out of the neighborhood.  
Running a red light, the girls’ whines coming to a crescendo in the backseat, Nora 
imagines Patrick standing at the window with his fingers pressed to the glass. He touches his 
lips, where hers have been, and it hurts like stroking a burn. She can only hope that she made 
him feel something. 
 
 
